Parasitic worms in organic laying hens – relation with range use. by Bestman, Monique et al.
Theme 4: Animal health management and use of bioactive medicinal plants and other alternative 
therapeutics 
 
Parasitic worms in organic laying hens – relation with range use 
Monique Bestman1, Thea van Niekerk2, Elske N de Haas3, Valentina Ferrante4, Stefan Gunnarsson5 
1Louis Bolk Institute (NL); 2Wageningen Livestock Research (NL); 3Institute for Agricultural and 
Fisheries Research (BE); 4University of Milano (IT); 5Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences (SE). 
 
In organic egg production a free-range area is provided for animal welfare. A free-range may impact 
parasitic worm infections (Ascaridia, Heterakis, Capillaria), which are known to reduce health, 
welfare and productivity. Our aim was getting insight in the relation between range use and parasite 
prevalence. Q1: Is there a relation between number of parasite eggs in soil and range use? Q2: Is 
there a difference in number of parasite eggs in manure between hens that range more and those 
that range less? Q3: Is there a relation between level of parasite eggs in soil or manure, and bird 
mortality, production and health?  
The study was done on 20 Dutch organic farms with hens > 45 weeks old, that had range access > 3 
months and that had not been dewormed < 3 weeks. Farmers were interviewed about performance, 
range use, housing and management. Totally 20 samples were taken per farm: 6 soil samples from 5, 
20 and 50 m from the pop-holes, 7 mixed samples from 70 ‘outdoor hens’ and 7 mixed samples from 
70 ‘indoor hens’. All soil and manure samples were analysed for eggs from Ascaridia/Heterakis and 
Capillaria (Eggs/gram (EPG); McMaster method). Statistics were done with IBM SPSS version 25 
(paired samples t-tests and Pearson correlations.  
We did not find a correlation between EPG in soil and intensity of use of the free-range. Manure 
from outdoor hens was more often infected and had higher EPG for Ascaridia/Heterakis, compared 
to manure from indoor hens. We did not find significant correlations between infection of soil or 
manure samples and mortality, production and health parameters, respectively. Also we did not find 
correlations between anthelmintic treatments and infection, mortality, production and health; 
neither for Ascaridia/Heterakis, nor for Capillaria.  
 
